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T here is a story - a legend - told by the 
people of Vietnam that there was once a 
farmer king with a magical sword who 
delivered their country from the ravaging armies 
of the north. This sword, it is said, was a gift 
from the Dragon King who called upon his mes¬ 
senger the Golden Turtle to deliver the blade to 
the farmer king. With the Dragon King’s sword 
in hand, the farmer king rallied his countrymen, 
repelled the invaders, and took the throne. Not 
long thereafter, the new king was boating on a 
lake when the Golden Turtle surfaced, retrieved 
the sword, and disappeared into the lake’s 
depths. The king renamed the lake “The Lake 
of the Returned Sword” and his reign, though 
short, marked the beginning of a golden age 
(Trang 2006). Nearly six hundred years after 
this legend first took root, a creature began to stir 
in the murky depths of that very same lake. As 
time passed, the creature was increasingly seen 
breaching the lake’s still waters and basking on 
one of the lake’s islands. Some who saw it said 
it was a monstrous turtle - some even said it was 
the Golden Turtle itself. Soon there was little 
doubt; the Golden Turtle had returned. 

If this legend seems the stuff of fairy tales, think 
again. The legend of the Sword Lake Turtle is 
founded on historical fact. The farmer king is 
none other than Emperor Le Lai, founder of the 
Vietnamese Le Dynasty (Trang 2006, Friends 
of Vietnam Heritage 2008). The Lake of the 
Returned Sword is none other than Ho Hoan 
Kiem, a lake in Hanoi, the capital city of Viet¬ 
nam (Trang 2006, Friends of Vietnam Heritage 
2008). And most importantly, the Golden Turtle 
(Kim Qui), who has resurfaced in the corporeal 
form of a Swinhoe’s softshell turtle {Rafetus 


swinhoei'. Friends of Vietnam Heritage 2008), 
the rarest freshwater turtle in the world. 

For a turtle that has figured so prominently in 
Vietnam’s folklore for nearly six hundred years, 
the Swinhoe’s softshell turtle has received little 
exposure in the scientific community since it 
was first described in 1873, more than 130 years 
ago. It was not until reports of a legendary turtle 
in Hoan Kiem Lake surfaced in the late 1990’s 
that the link between the Swinhoe’s softshell 
turtle and the Sword Lake Turtle legend was 
established, catching the attention and imagina¬ 
tions of Hanoians and herpetologists alike. Such 
attention was warranted, given only four living 
Swinhoe’s softshell turtles are presently known 
to exist - two in captivity, two in the wild - and 
its listing by the IUCN Red List as a critically 
endangered species (Asian Turtle Trade Working 
Group 2000). The alarming rarity of the Swin¬ 
hoe’s softshell turtle today is matched only by 
the scarcity of scientific literature describing the 
natural history of the species. Only Gray (1873), 
Heude (1880), and Pritchard (2001, 2005) sig¬ 
nificantly address aspects of the species’ natural 
history; the remaining literature deals primarily 
with phylogeny (Meylan 1987, Engstrom et al. 
2004) or a combination of taxonomy, species 
novum, and nomenclatural revisions (Boulenger 
1889, Baur 1893, Siebenrock 1902, Pope 1935, 
Zhang 1984, Tao 1986, Meylan and Webb 1988, 
Farkas 1992, Niekisch et al. 1997, Zhao 1997, 
Farkas and Fritz 1998, S.A. 1999, Due 2000a,b, 
Farkas and Webb 2003, Fritz and Havas 2006, 
Turtle Taxonomy Working Group 2007, Le et al. 
2010, Farkas et al. 2011). This article contributes 
the first comprehensive review of the species’ 
history and natural history and the legend of the 


4 




SWINHOE’S SOFTSHELL TURTLE {RAFETUSSWINHOEI) 


Sword Lake Turtle together in the English lan¬ 
guage for western audiences. 

Since the early 1990s, only nine living Swin- 
hoe’s softshell turtles have been confirmed in 
the wild or in captivity: seven captive turtles in 
the People’s Republic of China (China) and two 
wild ones in Vietnam. As early as 1949, when 
the People’s Republic of China gained inde¬ 
pendence, six Swinhoe’s softshell turtles were 
known to have been held in Chinese zoological 
collections: two in the West Garden Buddhist 
temple in Suzhou, Jiangsu province; two in the 
Suzhou Zoo; one in the Shanghai Zoo, Yunnan 
province; and one in the Beijing Zoo (Kuchling 
and Shunqing 2007, Kuchling 2008). 

Over the years, natural deaths took their toll, 
quietly crippling the world’s zoological collec¬ 
tions. The first such incident occurred at Suzhou 
Zoo in the early 1990s when a supposed female 
Swinhoe’s softshell turtle was introduced into 
Suzhou Zoo’s resident male’s enclosure to at¬ 
tempt breeding (G. Kuchling, pers. comm). The 
breeding attempt quickly deteriorated when the 
two males, as it was later confirmed, erupted in 
an “epic battle,” leading to the death of the pre¬ 
sumed female (Kuchling 2008, p. 4; G. Kuch¬ 
ling, pers. comm.). Then, in 2005 and 2006, 
the males at first the Beijing Zoo and then the 
Shanghai Zoo died unexpectedly (Kuchling and 
Shunqing 2007, Kuchling 2008, G. Kuchling, 
pers. comm.). Tragedy next struck the West Gar¬ 
den Buddhist temple, where a male believed by 
the monks to have inhabited the garden for over 
400 years died in August 2007; the second West 
Garden turtle, which hasn’t been observed in 
several years (as of 2008), may also have met 
a similar fate (Kuchling and Shunqing 2007, 
Kuchling 2008). 

In Vietnam’s Hoan Kiem Lake, anecdotal ac¬ 
counts of individual Swinhoe’s softshell turtles 
had surfaced over the years. According to Viet¬ 
nam National University of Hanoi biology pro¬ 
fessor Ha Dinh Due, one Swinhoe’s softshell 
turtle is said to have died in 1963 at the hands of 
hungry soldiers on night patrol (Overland 2005). 
Another male Rafetus was found dead along the 


lake shoreline in 1967 followed by the recov¬ 
ery of a female in 1968 whose skeleton is now 
housed in the Hanoi Museum (Farkas and Webb 
2003). And several years later in 1993, a fourth 
was caught in Quynh Lam Swamp near Hda 
Binh, Hda Binh province, and placed in a hotel 
swimming pool before it died, whereupon it was 
stuffed and put on display in Hda Binh’s munici¬ 
pal museum (Farkas and Webb 2003, Pritchard 
2001, Pritchard 2005). Yet another died in 1995 
in transport before it was confiscated from a rail¬ 
way passenger at the Hanoi Railway Station en 
route from the city of Vinh, Nghe An province 
(Pritchard 2001, Pritchard 2005). 

Still, local Hanoians continued to report the oc¬ 
casional monstrous turtle in the waters of Hoan 
Kiem Lake. As sightings multiplied between 
1998 and the present, news outlets across the 
globe began to cover the story of the purported 
Sword Lake Turtle of lore (see for example As¬ 
sociated Press 1998, Overland 2005). The public 
was equally enthusiastic. On November 3, 2005, 
an unidentified photographer was arrested after 
he paddled a small boat out to the Thap Rua 
island in Hoan Kiem Lake to photograph the 
legendary turtle basking there on the shoreline 
(Asian Turtle Conservation Network 2005). By 
2000, Hoan Kiem’s lone Swinhoe’s softshell 
turtle was the only known living specimen of its 
kind remaining in the wild. 

Not long after the Shanghai Zoo’s turtle died in 
2006, the world’s Swinhoe’s softshell turtle ex¬ 
perts convened that September in Suzhou to par¬ 
ticipate in the Rafetus Conservation Workshop 
to develop a conservation plan in the hopes of 
saving the species from extinction. Out of that 
workshop several new initiatives were born: a 
captive breeding program, a movement to re¬ 
examine zoological collections for potentially 
misidentified or overlooked individuals, field 
surveys to locate wild populations, and educa¬ 
tion and research programs (Asian Turtle Con¬ 
servation Network 2006, Kuchling and Shunq¬ 
ing 2007). 

The search for additional turtles - in the wild or 
in captivity - was crucial to the success of the 
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captive breeding program. A breakthrough came 
in January 2007 when, responding to Wildlife 
Conservation Society (WCS) circulars asking 
zoos and parks to reexamine any large softshell 
turtles in their live collections, the Changsha 
Zoo, Hunan province, announced that its col¬ 
lections included an unidentified softshell turtle 
that had been purchased from a traveling circus 
50 years ago matching the circular’s description. 
Researchers rushed to the zoo and, to their sur¬ 
prise, found that the mystery turtle was not only 
a Swinhoe’s softshell turtle, it was also a fertile 
female. With that realization, the proposed cap¬ 
tive breeding program - until then a long-shot 
- had become possible. The Changsha turtle be¬ 
came known affectionately as ‘China Girl’ (Da¬ 
vies 2008). 

Another priority identified during the September 
2006 workshop was sexing known individuals 
(Asian Turtle Conservation Network 2006). Up 
until then, experts had been uncertain whether 
Swinhoe’s softshell turtles exhibited sexual di- 
morphisim (Pritchard 2001). Such confusion, for 
example, was responsible for the fatal incident at 
the Suzhou Zoo where two males were brought 
together to attempt breeding (G. Kuchling, pers. 
comm.). In early 2007, Dr. Gerald Kuchling of 
the University of Western Australia was called 
on to sex the world’s remaining Swinhoe’s soft- 
shell turtles by palpating the tail to ascertain 
thickness and the proximity of the cloacal open¬ 
ing to the posterior carapace rim. The deceased, 
mounted specimen at the Shanghai Zoo and the 
two remaining live turtles at the Suzhou Zoo and 
the West Garden Buddhist temple (before its 
August 2007 death) were all determined to be 
males, leaving China Girl in the Changsha Zoo 
the only known female of her kind. Based on 
the admittedly small sample size, the tails of the 
three males were generally longer with a thicker 
base and a cloacal opening in line with or behind 
the carapace rim. China Girl’s tail was slightly 
shorter with a cloacal opening in line with, or 
slightly anterior to, the carapace rim; the only 
obvious sexually dimorphic characteristic evi¬ 
dent was the comparatively larger body size of 
males (Kuchling and Shunqing 2007). 


The following year, the search for living speci¬ 
mens in the wild made headlines when a team 
of experts from Cleveland Metroparks Zoo’s 
Asian Turtle Program and Education for Nature - 
Vietnam, responding to local reports describing 
giant softshell turtles in the Son Tay province, 
announced in April that they had successfully 
photographed and confirmed a second wild indi¬ 
vidual west of Hanoi in Dong Mo Lake (Cleve¬ 
land Metroparks Zoo 2008, Hendrie 2009). 
Later that year, the story took a curious devel¬ 
opment when the prodigal turtle disappeared af¬ 
ter floods washed out Dong Mo’s dam. Weeks 
passed before local fisherman Nguyen Van Toan 
announced on November 26 that he had caught 
the turtle downstream of the dam-break, and that 
a local Hanoi restaurateur had offered him 30 
million Vietnamese dong (US $4,800) for the 
turtle (Associated Press 2008, Stocking 2008; 
Figure 1). Toan argued with authorities for sev¬ 
eral hours, holding them at bay with a stick and 
demanding US $1,400 for the turtle’s release, 
before accepting their offer that he turn over the 
turtle in exchange for US $200 and replacement 
nets (Associated Press 2008, Stocking 2008). 
After the turtle’s release was negotiated, the 
Dong Mo turtle was safely returned to its lake 
(Hendrie 2009). 

Although the Dong Mo turtle had narrowly de¬ 
feated death, by the close of 2008 more than 
half of the world’s known living specimens had 
died or disappeared. Today, four Swinhoe’s soft- 
shell turtles remain in captivity or in the wild: 
the remaining male at Suzhou Zoo, China Girl 
at Changsha Zoo, and the two wild males in 
Dong Mo Lake and Hoan Kiem Lake, where the 
Sword Lake Turtle legend was born. 

Presently, Hoan Kiem Lake - straddled length¬ 
wise by Lethaito Street to the west and Dinh 
Tien Hoang Street to the East - has become the 
historical center of Hanoi, the capital city of 
Vietnam (Friends of Vietnam Heritage 2008). 
Hoan Kiem’s idyllic urbanized setting belies the 
dirty secrets of a lake plagued with Hanoi’s raw 
sewage and pollutants (Overland 2005, Sterling 
et al. 2006) and whose shoreline has been paved 
over (Sterling et al. 2006). From the lake’s two 
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islets loom a temple and a tower; both structures 
figure prominently in the story of the Sword Lake 
Turtle. On the northernmost islet, the Thap Rua 
(Turtle Tower) was built ca. 1886 in memory, 
it’s been said, of the Golden Turtle who guards 
Le Lai’s magic sword (Cover). Today, although 
the tower’s Gothic shell stands empty, the grassy 
margins of the islet provide the last remnant of 
marginal basking and nesting habitat for Swin- 
hoe’s softshell turtle and the lake’s other turtles 
(Friends of Vietnam Heritage 2008). 

On the southerly islet, the red The Hue (Rising 
Sun) bridge arcs across Hoan Kiem’s waters 
to the Ngoc San Temple (Temple of the Jade 
Mountain). In a side room off the main temple 
complex, protected inside a large glass display 
case, rests what some believe to be Kim Qui, 
the Golden Turtle (Friends of Vietnam Heritage 
2008). This preserved Swinhoe’s softshell turtle 
specimen, the male found dead along Hoan 
Kiem’s shoreline in 1967 (Farkas and Webb 
2003), is believed to be an apocryphal 500 years 
old, making it a suitable candidate for the leg¬ 
endary Sword Lake Turtle (Friends of Vietnam 
Heritage 2008). 

In the six-hundred years since the Dragon King 
first guided the farmer king to victory, the leg¬ 
end of the Sword Lake Turtle has evolved in the 
telling. The heart of this legend roughly holds 
true to the historical record. Between 1418 and 
1426, after enduring years of violent occupation 
under an invading force of the Chinese Ming, the 
farmer Le Lai raised an army of 500 volunteer 
soldiers - the Lam Son army - to free their coun¬ 
try. Although Le Lai’s guerilla tactics demoral¬ 
ized and chipped away at the invader’s forces, 
the Ming occupation persisted (Trang 2006). It 
is here that the lines between legend and history 
blur. 

As retold by Minh Trang in “Su Tich Ho Guam 
(The Legend of Sword Lake)” (Trang 2006; see 
also Asian Turtle Conservation Network 2008), 
legend has it the Dragon King - witnessing from 
his underwater palace the Lam Son army’s strug¬ 
gle - sent forth the Golden Turtle (referred to as 
the “Golden Tortoise” in Trang 2006) to deliver 



FIGURE 1. Shortly after a second wild Rafetus 
swinhoei was discovered in April 2008 in Dong Mo 
Lake, the turtle disappeared after floods washed out 
Dong Mo’s dam. A local fisherman later announced 
he had caught the turtle (pictured here), leading 
to an argument before the fisherman relented and 
released the turtle to officials who returned it to the 
lake. Courtesy Asian Turtle Conservation Network. 
Photographer Tim McConnack. 

a magical sword blade to Le Lai. Whether by 
design or by accident (here the legend is unclear 
on all counts), this blade was delivered, not to Le 
Loi, but to a fisherman, Le Than. Le Than cast 
his net three times, each time entangling it in the 
sword blade. It wasn’t until the third cast that Le 
Than, beguiled by the reappearing blade, tucked 
it in his belt and returned home. Soon thereafter, 
Le Than joined Le Loi’s resistance army. 

One night, after stopping by Le Than’s quarters to 
visit, Le Loi noticed the blade on the wall, which 
began to glow in his presence. Inspecting the 
blade, Le Loi saw the radiance emanated from 
two words etched on the blade: “Thuan Thien” 
(“Heaven Approves” or “The Will of Heaven”). 
Several days later, during a retreat of Le Loi’s 
guerilla army before an anticipated Ming attack, 
the farmer king again saw a strange glow - this 
time from the canopy of an ancient banyan tree. 
Upon closer inspection, Le Loi saw that it was a 
sword hilt decorated in gems and etched with the 
same divine words: “Thuan Thien.” 

When Le Loi and Le Than next crossed paths, 
Le Loi asked to see the blade; the blade and 
hilt were a perfect fit. Seeing this as a sign from 
heaven, Le Than knelt before Le Loi, bestowed 
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him the sword, and swore his allegiance to the 
farmer king that he might save their people and 
their homeland (Trang 2006). 

As word of Le Loi’s magical sword spread, his 
Lam Son army grew (Trang 2006, Friends of 
Vietnam Heritage 2008). Backed by a growing 
resistance some 350,000 soldiers strong, rein¬ 
forced with horses and elephants, and - by leg¬ 
end’s score - armed with the magical sword that 
made Le Loi grow tall and gave him the strength 
of many men (Friends of Vietnam Heritage 
2008), Le Loi destroyed the Ming forces and led 
his people to victory. After years of oppression, 
in 1427 the Chinese recognized the Vietnamese 
people’s independence. One year later, Le Loi 
was declared king under the title Le Thai To, 
founder of the Le Dynasty (Friends of Vietnam 
Heritage 2008). 

Not long after Le Loi became king, he was tour¬ 
ing Luc Thuy (“Green Water”) Lake when the 
Golden Turtle emerged from the waters to re¬ 
trieve the divine sword. By some accounts, the 
Golden Turtle asked for the sword’s return and 
Le Loi respectfully complied (Trang 2006); by 
others the messenger instead plucked it from Le 
Loi’s belt, inciting the king to retrieve it (Friends 
of Vietnam Heritage 2008). In the end, however, 
Le Loi acknowledged the sword’s return to the 
Dragon King and in tribute, renamed the wa¬ 
ters Ho Hoan Kiem, “The Lake of the Returned 
Sword” (Trang 2006, Friends of Vietnam Heri¬ 
tage 2008). 

Naturally, the rarity of the Sword Lake Turtle 
and its legendary, divine origin have led many 
people to treat Swinhoe’s softshell turtle among 
the ranks of such cryptid ‘species’ as the Loch 
Ness Monster (Loch Ness, Scotland), El Chupa- 
cabra (North/South America), and Bigfoot (aka 
Sasquatch; Pacific Northwest, North America), 
the darlings of cryptozoology. As might be ex¬ 
pected, the legend has become common fodder 
for cryptozoology articles, guides, and encyclo¬ 
pedias alike (Coleman 1999, Heinselman 2000). 
Take for example The Field Guide to Lake Mon¬ 
sters, Sea Serpents, and Other Mystery Denizens 
of the Deep, which refers to the Sword Lake 


Turtle as a “Cryptid Chelonian... one of the leg¬ 
endary Vietnamese turtles that are said to inhabit 
[Hoan Kiem Lake]” (Coleman and Huyghe 
2003, p. 181). Even these guides, which trade in 
rumor, hoax, and speculation, have come to ad¬ 
mit nonetheless that the Sword Lake Turtle has 
transcended the realm of mystery: “The turtles 
are seen so rarely that many locals still consider 
them legend rather than reality, though reality 
seems to be getting the edge of late” (Coleman 
and Huyghe 2003, p. 182). 

A parallel can be drawn between the legend of 
the Sword Lake Turtle and the Arthurian legend. 
Magical swords (Le Lai’s divine blade and King 
Arthur Pendragon’s Excalibur) bestowed and 
returned to watery origins (the Golden Turtle 
of Luc Thuy and The Lady of the Lake) feature 
prominently in both legends. The fundamental 
difference is that through the Swhinoei’s soft- 
shell turtle, the Golden Turtle has transcended 
legend in it’s own right. 

Real though it is, embarrassingly little is known 
about Swinhoe’s softshell turtle. This may be in 
no small part a result of the taxonomic confusion 
surrounding the species itself. Over the years, 
Swinhoe’s softshell (also soft-shelled) turtle - 
also known familiarly as the Shanghai softshell 
turtle, giant Yangtze turtle, Red River giant soft- 
shell turtle, and bicallosite softshell turtle - has 
been erroneously described under as many as 
sixteen synonyms. 

In 1873, in a note prepared for The Annals and 
Magazine of Natural History, British Museum 
(Natural History) zoologist John Edward Gray 
described Swinhoe’s softshell turtle for the first 
time under the name Oscaria Swinhoei [.v/c] ac¬ 
companied by a single black and white illustra¬ 
tion (Figure 2; Gray 1873). The O. swinhoei ho- 
lotype specimen Gray designated had been sent 
by its collector, English naturalist and Consul 
Robert Swinhoe (Farkas and Fritz 1998), as part 
of a larger collection of “Mud-Tortoises” col¬ 
lected “from the neighbourhood [Vc] of Shang¬ 
hai [China]” preserved in spirits (Gray 1873, 
p. 156). Gray described the holotype to be “a 
large specimen of the most beautiful species of 
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FIGURE 2. In 1873, zoologist John Edward Gray described Rafetus swinhoei for the first time under the 
synonym Oscaria swinhoei from a holotype specimen sent to him by English naturalist Robert Swinhoe. 
Gray’s general description of the specimen included a single black and white illustration, figured here. 
From John Edward Gray, "Notes on Chinese Mud-Tortoises (Trionychidae), with the Description of a New 
Species Sent to the British Museum by Mr. Swinhoe, and Observations on the Male Organ of this Family,” 
The Annals and Magazine of Natural History, Including Zoology, Botany, and Geology (1873). Series 
4(12): 156-161, plate V. 


Mud-Tortoise which I have yet observed from 
any country” and, he concluded, “I believe it to 
be new to science” (Gray 1873, p. 156). Gray 
noted that this specimen represented “the most 
beautiful species of Trionychidae that has yet 
occurred, and most distinct by its beautiful col¬ 
oration,” explaining that "the lines on the back 
have some resemblance to Chinese printing” 
(Gray 1873, p. 158). The skull of Gray’s type 
specimen was extracted and individually labeled 
in 1947 (BMNH 19473.6.13) separate from the 
specimen’s remaining soft tissue and skeletal 
material (BMNH 1946.1.22.9) preserved in al¬ 
cohol (Farkas and Fritz 1998). The skull was 
later illustrated by Uwe Fritz (Figure 3; Farkas 
and Fritz 1998). 

In the late 1880s through the early 1900s, the 
Swinhoe’s softshell turtle underwent the throes 
of what would become the first of two waves of 
nomenclatural revisions. In 1880 it was rede¬ 
scribed by French Jesuit missionary and zoolo¬ 


gist Pierre Marie Heude. Heude was a renowned 
‘splitter’ of species, a quirk he confirmed by 
grouping the specimens in his new Yuen genus 
(Heude 1880) based on “subtle colouration fea¬ 
tures (e.g. spot size, shape and tone, and the pres¬ 
ence or absence of ‘clouding’ on the plastron)” 
(Farkas and Fritz 1998, p. 68). When all was said 
and done, Heude’s Yuen - based on the Chinese 
character “yuan”, translated by Heude as “grand 
grenouille,” or great frog (Heude 1880, p. 20) 
- comprised five new species: Y maculatus, Y. 
leprosus, Y. elegans, Y. viridis , and Y. pollens 
(Heude 1880). 

In 1889 British Museum (Natural History) zo¬ 
ologist George Albert Boulenger synonymized 
Heude’s myriad species under Trionyx swinho- 
nis (Boulenger 1889); Farkas and Fritz (1998) 
later called Boulenger’s swinhoei-io-swinhonis 
switch “an unjustified emendation”. Then, in 
1893 osteologist and testudinologist Georg Her¬ 
man Carl Ludwig Baur, an associate paleontol- 
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FIGURE 3. In 1947, the skull of Gray’s 1873 
“mud-tortoise” holotype, Oscaria swinhoei, was 
extracted and separately labeled. The skull was 
later examined and illustrated by Dr. Uwe Fritz and 
colleague Balazs Farakas in 1998 as part of a study 
to review and confirm the allocation of swinhoei 
under the genus Rafetus. Courtesy Dr. Uwe Fritz; 
from Balazs Farkas and Uwe Fritz, “On the Identity 
of Rafetus swinhoei (Gray, 1873) and Pelochelys 
maculatus (Heude, 1880) (Reptilia: Testudines: 
Trionychidae),” Zoologische Abhandlungen, Sta- 
atliches Museum fur Tierkunde Dresden (1998), 
50(5): 59-75. 

ogy professor at the University of Chicago, reor¬ 
ganized the genera of the Trionychidae. In doing 
so, he described the Swinhoe’s softshell turtle 
as Pelodiscus swinhoei (Baur 1893). It wasn’t 
until 1902 that Austrian herpetologist Friedrich 
Siebenrock (1902, unavailable for review; see 
Meylan and Webb 1988) revived Trionyx swin¬ 
hoei , reuniting Gray’s Swinhoei taxon under the 
Trionyx genus (Meylan and Webb 1988). 

For most of the 20 th Century there was scarce 
mention of Swinhoe’s softshell turtles, with one 
notable exception. In 1935, American Museum 
of Natural History assistant curator Clifford H. 
Pope published The Reptiles of China (Turtles, 
Crocodilians, Snakes, Lizards), in which he 
synonymized the Swinhoe’s softshell turtle, 


until then still recognized as Trionyx swinhoei, 
under the Chinese softshell turtle, Pelodiscus 
sinensis (formerly, Trionyx (=Amyda) sinensis'. 
Pope 1935). Although later authors recognized 
this error (see discussion by Meylan and Webb 
1988), it wasn’t until 1987 that Peter Andre 
Meylan with the American Museum of Natural 
History proposed the binomen Rafetus swinhoei 
(Meylan 1987), divesting this unique species 
from any association with Pelodiscus sinensis 
through a reexamination of Heude’s 1880 spe¬ 
cies descriptions and illustrations (Meylan and 
Webb 1988). 

Earlier, M. Zhang (1984, unavailable for re¬ 
view; see Farkas and Fritz 1998) had described 
the new species Pelochelys taihuensis based on 
subfossil skull fragments and a pleural bone, a 
stuffed specimen, a skeletonized specimen, and 
two live specimens collected from Zhejiang 
province (and questionably Jiangsu province). 
Zhang (1984) reported that this species was 
called by locals the rash-headed turtle, a refer¬ 
ence that corresponds neatly with the yellow 
face markings of the Swinhoe’s softshell turtle 
(Farkas and Fritz 1998). Shortly thereafter, Hsi- 
Jen Tao (1986, unavailable for review; see Far¬ 
kas 1992) described a second fossil specimen 
as Trionyx liupani, followed in 1997 by K. -T. 
Zhao (1997, unavailable for review; see Farkas 
and Fritz 1998), who described five softshell 
turtle species in China, among them Pelochelys 
maculatus and Rafetus swinhoei. 

The following year, Farkas and Fritz (1998) re¬ 
sponded with a review of Zhang’s Pelochelys 
taihuensis, Tao’s Trionyx liupani, and Zhao’s 
Pelochelys maculatus and Rafetus swinhoei 
specimens against Gray’s Oscaria swinhoei and 
Heude’s Yuen maculatus, re-confirming the va¬ 
lidity of Rafetus swinhoei as the proper binomial 
in the process of sorting out the various species. 

Because Heude’s type specimens were lost in 
passing years, Farkas and Fritz first compared 
Heude’s illustrated plates depicting the head and 
skull and skeletal material of his Y. maculatus 
(Figure 4) and the skeletal material of both his Y. 
maculatus and Y. elegans with the type of Gray’s 
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FIGURE 4. In 1880, French Jesuit missionary and zoologist Pierre Marie Heude described the Swinhoe’s 
softshell turtle under the genus Yuen as one of five different species. Two plates accompanying Heude’s 
description of Yuen maculatus, pictured here (Pl.l and PI. la), illustrate the head of an intact specimen, as 
well as details of the skull, carapace, and plastron. From Pierre Marie Heude, “Memoir sur les Trionyx,” 
Memoires concernant FHistoire naturelle de l’Empire Chinois par des Peres de la Compagnie de Jesus. 
Mission Catholique, Shanghai (1880), plate 1 and la. 


O. swinhoei. Their comparison left little doubt 
that both Y. maculatus and Y. elegans represent¬ 
ed a single taxon, Y. maculatus, and that there 
was not enough distinction between Heude’s 
remaining Yuen taxa to generically distinguish 
them from maculatus. Given the osteological 
similarities of the specimens and their shared 
geographic origins, the minor color variations 
were not deemed significant enough to warrant 
specific distinction and O. swinhoei and Y. mac¬ 
ulatus were considered synonymous (Farkas and 
Fritz 1998). 

Upon closer examination Pelochelys taihuensis 
(Zhang 1984) and Trionyx liupani (Tao 1986) 
were also subsequently synonymized with Rafe- 
tus swinhoei (Farkas 1992, Farkas and Fritz 
1998). Similarly, Zhao’s descriptions of Pelo¬ 
chelys maculatus and Rafetus swinhoei speci¬ 


mens were found to be inadvertently based on 
several misidentifications; the Rafetus swinhoei 
specimens actually represented the Asiatic soft- 
shell turtle ( Amyda cartilaginea), and the Pelo¬ 
chelys maculatus specimens were in fact Rafetus 
swinhoei (Farkas and Fritz 1998, B. Farkas, pers. 
comm.). 

In the spring of 2000, Vietnam National Univer¬ 
sity of Hanoi biology professor Ha Dinh Due 
formally described the turtle of Hanoi’s Hoan 
Kiem Lake as yet another unique species, Rafe¬ 
tus leloii (Due 2000a,b, unavailable for review; 
see Pritchard 2001, Farkas and Webb 2003, 
Overland 2005), a tribute to Emperor Le Loi 
and Kim Qui, the legendary Golden Turtle. A 
second formal description - Pelochelys hoguo- 
mensis - was proposed in December 2000 by 
the anonymous ‘S.A.’ (1999, unavailable for 
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review; see Farkas and Webb 2003). Both ac¬ 
counts were published in local Hanoi newspa¬ 
pers, a non-traditional yet seemingly satisfactory 
means of meeting The Code of the International 
Commission on Zoological Nomenclature (Far¬ 
kas and Webb 2003) under Article 8.1.1., which 
states that published work “must be issued for 
the purpose of providing a public and permanent 
scientific record” (ICZN 2000). 

Ha Dinh Due (2000b) designated three type 
specimens for Rafetus leloii: the holotype (RHK 
01-1967), found dead along the shoreline of 
Hoan Kiem Lake in 1967; the allotype (RHK 02- 
1968), comprised of the misassembled skeleton 
of a large female from Hoan Kiem Lake (pre¬ 
sumably collected in 1968); and the paratype 
(RHK 03-1993), a stuffed specimen collected 
from Quynh Lam Swamp near the town of Hda 
Binh. Ha Dinh Due (2000b) proposed that the 
immense size of these three types (and several 
ancillary, subjective characteristics) justified 
their designation as a new species. However, 
after a thorough review of the leloii types and 
descriptions, Farkas and Webb (2003) concluded 
that any differences were not conclusive enough 
to warrant taxonomic recognition. 

More recently, Le et al. (2010) proposed the new 
species Rafetus vietnamensis based on a com¬ 
parative morphological and DNA analysis of 
specimens. Farkas et al. (2011) again concluded 
that since this newest diagnosis differed little 
from that proposed earlier for Rafetus leloii (Ha 
Dinh Due 2000b), both diagnoses represented 
the same biological entity and were therefore in¬ 
valid (Farkas et al. 2011). 

Rafetus swinhoei stands as the currently accept¬ 
ed binomen for Swinhoe’s softshell turtle. This 
synonymy has since been recognized as valid by 
the CITES Nomenclatural Committee (Fritz and 
Havas 2006) and the Turtle Taxonomy Working 
Group (2007) and continues to be upheld today. 

The taxonomic confusion between Swinhoe’s 
softshell turtle and other sympatric softshell tur¬ 
tle species is not surprising. In the family Triony- 
chidae alone, there are approximately 25 softs¬ 


hell turtle species. Swinhoe’s softshell turtle is 
one of only two bicallosite softshell turtles in the 
genus Rafetus. The second, the Euphrates soft- 
shell turtle (R. euphraticus), is restricted to the 
Tigris and Euphrates river drainages in southern 
Turkey, Syria, Iraq, and Iran, as well as north¬ 
eastern Israel (Pritchard 2001). The genetic vari¬ 
ability between these disjunct species suggests 
these taxa may have been isolated for 50-55 mil¬ 
lion years (Le and Pritchard 2009). 

Although sympatry is relatively uncommon 
among the Trionychidae, the range of Swinhoe’s 
softshell turtle nevertheless overlaps with sev¬ 
eral softshell species (i.e Palea steindachneri, 
Pelodiscus sinensis, Amyda cartilaginea, and 
Pelochelys cantorii). But as trionychid species 
mature, the color markings and other external 
distinguishing characters clearly evident in juve¬ 
nile specimens become increasingly nondescript, 
making it difficult to accurately distinguish spe¬ 
cies in adult specimens (Pritchard 2001). 

Before they fade with age, the markings of 
Swinhoe’s softshell turtle are indeed unique: Re¬ 
member that Gray originally described the type 
before him as “the most beautiful species of Tri¬ 
onychidae that has yet occurred,” one “most dis¬ 
tinct by its beautiful coloration” with markings 
that reminded him of Chinese script (Gray 1873, 
p. 158). In general, Swinhoe’s softshell turtle’s 
olive green carapace is maculated with yellow 
spots interspersed with more intricate yellow 
dots, the latter occasionally encircling the larger 
spots or manifesting instead in stripes, especially 
along the anterior margins of the shell. This pat¬ 
tern of large yellow spots repeats itself along 
the head, neck, and chin, and the extremities are 
olive-to-black in color dorsally but yield to yel¬ 
low on the ventral surface (Gray 1873, Ernst and 
Barbour 1989, Ernst et al. 1997). The plastron 
is otherwise gray, marked with two poorly de¬ 
veloped bony callosities on the hyoplastron and 
hypoplastron (Gray 1873, Ernst and Barbour 
1989, Ernst et al. 1997, Wyneken et al. 2007). 
Several additional plastral characteristics help 
distinguish this species from heterospecifics (see 
Ernst et al. 1997 for specifics). 
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Meylan (1987) conjectured that the Swinhoe’s 
softshell turtle was the second largest trionychid 
based on an extrapolation of length using the 
proportions of Heude’s (1880) Yuen maculatus 
illustration, Plate la (Figure 4). Pritchard (2001) 
later ranked it among the giant trionychid spe¬ 
cies, noting that the largest representative Swin¬ 
hoe’s softshell turtle specimen alive at that time 
was the since-deceased male at the Shanghai 
Zoo with a maximum leathery carapace length 
of 1,041 mm. Still, the Swinhoe’s softshell turtle 
remains subordinate in overall size to the Pelo- 
chelys and Chitra trionychids. 

The little else that is known about this species 
stems from the growing body of observational 
data trickling out of an ongoing captive breeding 
program at Suzhou Zoo (Kuchling and Shunqing 
2007, Kuchling 2008); the field enquiries and in¬ 
terviews of Vietnamese fisherman and traders by 
herpetologist Dr. Peter Pritchard (2001, 2005); 
and the motley assortment of (mostly misla¬ 
beled) museum specimens. 

The known historical range of Swinhoe’s softs¬ 
hell turtle lies within the Song Hong (Red River) 
drainage in eastern China and northern Vietnam; 
the lower Yangtze (Yangtze River) drainage in 
eastern China; and the Song Ma (Ma River) 
drainage in northern Vietnam (Figure 5). The 
Song Hong originates in China’s southern Yun¬ 
nan province, flowing in a southeasterly direc¬ 
tion until it crosses the border into northern Viet¬ 
nam’s lowlands. There, its eponymous silt-laden 
waters spread out into the Song Hong Delta, 
where the drainage is prone to seasonal flooding. 
Both Hoan Kiem’s Sword Lake Turtle and the 
Dong Mo Lake turtle fall within the Song Hong 
drainage, as do two additional preserved speci¬ 
mens. The first of those is from Shanghai Zoo 
originating in Gejiu, Yunnan province in eastern 
China, the second from the Vienna Natiirhisto- 
risches Museum, collected or obtained in Hanoi 
(Farkas 1992, Pritchard 2001). The lower Yang¬ 
tze drainage in eastern China is the origin of the 
400-year-old Western Garden Buddhist temple 
turtle that died in 2007 and the surviving male at 
the Suzhou Zoo (Kuchling and Shunqing 2007), 
as well as the type specimens designated by Gray 


(1873) and Heude (1880). Gray’s Oscaria s win- 
hoei type was collected in “the neighborhood of 
Shanghai” (Gray 1873, p. 156), while Heude’s 
Yuen types were collected in the Huangpii River 
near Shanghai and at Tai Hu Lake near Suzhou, 
Jiangsu province (Heude 1880). 

Although it is unclear how widespread the his¬ 
torical range of Swinhoe’s softshell turtle may 
have been, the evidence linking the Middle 
Eastern/East Asian Rafetus and North American 
Apalone genera as sister taxa (Engstrom et al. 
2004) hints that Rafetus ’ distribution may once 
have been more extensive than its present range. 
At present, it is suspected that the Swinhoe’s 
softshell turtle is now extirpated from the pol¬ 
luted waters of Tai Hu Lake, and thus all Chi¬ 
nese waters, and has become threatened in Viet¬ 
nam throughout the Song Hong drainage due to 
over-fishing, pollution, and dams. Nonetheless, 
the present-day range of the Swinhoe’s softshell 
turtle appears to be restricted for the most part to 
northern Vietnam within the Song Hong drain¬ 
age (Pritchard 2005). 

For several years, Dr. Peter Pritchard of the Che- 
lonian Research Institute has been actively in¬ 
volved in investigating alleged Swinhoe’s soft- 
shell turtle sightings through field surveys and 
in situ interviews in eastern China and northern 
Vietnam (Pritchard 2001, Pritchard 2005). In 
that time, Pritchard recorded multiple anecdotal 
accounts describing the capture of Swinhoe’s 
softshell turtles by local fisherman and trad¬ 
ers, many of which Pritchard confirmed based 
on skeletal remains kept as trophies or for pur¬ 
ported Chinese medicines. Among the recent 
locations along the Song Hong drainage where 
Swinhoe’s softshell turtles have been reported in 
Vietnam are Hda Binh, Hda Binh province; Thai 
Binh, Thai Binh province; Ao Chau Swamp, Ao 
Chau Lake, and Dam Ben, Phu Tho province; 
Sen Lake, Thanh Hoa province; and Minh Guan 
Commune, Yen Bai province (Pritchard 2001, 
Pritchard 2005). 

Outside of the limits of the Song Hong drainage, 
Pritchard inspected four Swinhoe’s softshell tur¬ 
tle skulls taken from within the Song Ma drain- 
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FIGURE 5. The historical range of Swinhoe’s softshell turtle includes the Song Hong (Red River) drainage 
in eastern China and northern Vietnam; the lower Yangtze (Yangtze River) drainage in eastern China; and 
the Song Ma (Ma River) drainage in northern Vietnam. 


age by a fisherman from Quang Phu Commune, 
Thanh Hoa province. Those four Song Ma tur¬ 
tles represent the only known outliers (Pritchard 
2005). 

Perhaps the most encouraging of Pritchard’s 
findings is the confirmation of a juvenile speci¬ 
men caught by fisherman around 1999 in the vi¬ 
cinity of the Song Hong in a pond at Dam Ben, 
Phu Tho province. This record, combined with 
the previous occasion in 1995 when another ju¬ 
venile was confiscated dead from a railway pas¬ 
senger at the Hanoi Railway Station, confirm 
that pairs in the wild have successfully repro¬ 
duced in recent years (Pritchard 2001, Pritchard 
2005). 

As of 2009, at least 22 preserved Swinhoe’s 
softshell turtle specimens are known to be cata¬ 
logued in institutions and private collections 
to compliment Gray’s 1873 type (1 specimen, 
BMNH 1946.1.22.9 and BMNH 1947.3.6.13; 
Pritchard 2001, Le and Pritchard 2009). This 


ancillary list includes both skeletal remains such 
as those Pritchard recovered during his field 
surveys and more formal specimens like those 
from the Berlin Zoo (1 specimen, ZMB 36437 
and 36438), Naturhistorisches Museum, Vienna 
(1 specimen, NMW 30911; Figure 6), Shang¬ 
hai Natural History Museum (5 specimens, 2 of 
these mislabeled ‘P. bibronV), Zhe Jiang Provin¬ 
cial Museum (1 specimen mislabeled Pelochelys 
cantorii, 54001), Ngoc Son Temple (1 mount¬ 
ed specimen on display, Ha Dinh Due’s leloii 
holotype, RHK 01-1967), Hanoi Museum (1 
specimen, misassembled, Ha Dinh Due’s leloii 
allotype, RHK 02-1968), Hoa Binh municipal 
museum (1 specimen, Ha Dinh Due’s leloii para- 
type, RHK 03-1993), and University ofHanoi (1 
specimen, T91; Pritchard 2001, Pritchard 2005, 
Le and Pritchard 2009). Heude’s 1880 Yuen 
types are considered lost (Meylan and Webb 
1988, Pritchard 2001). 

Pritchard’s in situ field surveys and interviews 
with veteran fisherman and traders also pro- 
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vide a rare glimpse into the pursuit of softshell 
turtles for food over the last century, one of the 
suspected reasons for its near-extinction today. 
Although Heude (1880) observed more than a 
century ago that adult Swinhoe’s softshell turtle 
were too dangerous and difficult to catch to war¬ 
rant a directed fishery, contemporary Vietnam¬ 
ese fisherman demonstrated for Pritchard the 
use of firearms and machetes to catch what they 
called the Con giai or Conh Chanh. One unique 
technique included catching them with baited 
hooks, stranding them on sunken bamboo ves¬ 
sels, and then raising the vessel to transport their 
catch. Another involved puncturing their leath¬ 
ery carapace with a hooked pole, dragging them 
backwards by hand or buffalo, and then upend¬ 
ing them with a sharp twist of the pole (Pritchard 
2001, Pritchard 2005). 

Gray (1873) touched on the capture of Swin¬ 
hoe’s softshell turtles more than a century before 
Pritchard’s work. He noted that the left fore and 
hind limbs of his type specimen had been tied 
together with string through the webbing of each 
foot. This curious packaging technique by Chi¬ 
nese fisherman, Gray explained, may have been 
to keep the turtles from escaping after capture, 
rendering them unable to swim in anything but a 
small circle (Gray 1873). 


Little did Gray know that his aside would be¬ 
come a modern metaphor in the years to come 
for the turtle’s very existence: an incipient cap¬ 
tive breeding program with too-few females; a 
species circling the drain toward extinction. 

After China Girl was discovered in 2007 at the 
Changsha Zoo, stakeholders acted quickly to 
initiate the captive breeding program. But nei¬ 
ther the Suzhou or Changsha zoos nor the West 
Garden Buddhist temple were eager to volunteer 
their turtles for a captive breeding loan. Instead, 
after the West Garden Buddhist temple’s last re¬ 
maining male died in August 2007, WCS-China 
and the two Chinese zoos signed an agreement 


FIGURE 6. Profile and close-up of preserved R. swinhoei specimen (NHMW 30911) from the collection 
of the Museum of Natural History, Vienna, collected in the vicinity of Hanoi, Vietnam. Courtesy Richard 
Gemel, Museum of Natural History Vienna. 
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to proceed with the breeding program via arti¬ 
ficial insemination. Artificial insemination was 
not without its own risks, especially consider¬ 
ing the age of Suzhou’s male, thought to be well 
over 100 years old. But the potential merits of a 
breeding loan were overshadowed by memories 
of the bloody encounter between the two male 
Swinhoe’s softshell turtles at Suzhou Zoo. In 
late December, in the 11 th hour of a WCS-China- 
sponsored captive breeding workshop, the In¬ 
ternational Union for Conservation of Nature’s 
Turtle Survival Alliance task force turned the 
tide by offering to retrofit the Suzhou enclosure, 
pay China Girl’s transportation costs, and secure 
an insurance policy (Kuchling and Shunqing 
2007, Kuchling 2008). 

The following spring, China Girl emerged from 
hibernation as usual. On May 5, 2008, the cap¬ 
tive breeding team confirmed she was in a pre¬ 
ovulatory state before placing her in a foam-pad¬ 
ded wood box to make the 600-mile, 14-hour 
drive from Changsha to Suzhou. Upon her ar¬ 
rival in Suzhou the following morning, the team 
released her into one half of the newly-modified 
breeding pond. China Girl acclimated to her new 
surroundings quickly. The next day, the Suzhou 
male was given access to the adjoining half of the 
enclosure where, separated only by a dividing 
fence, the two inspected each other without any 
signs of aggression. The divider was removed on 
May 8 and the pair was quick to get acquainted, 
showing a mutual interest that quickly led to 
courtship and mating over the next week (Figure 
7). Concerned for their health, on May 19 the 
captive breeding team separated the pair before 
they killed each other (Kuchling 2008). 

In years past, China Girl had deposited her 
eggs in the water of her large outdoor pond at 
the Changsha Zoo. But on June 6 th , she scaled 
the sandy Suzhou beach, excavated a nest, and 
deposited 45 eggs. The captive breeding team 
uncovered the eggs June 23 rd and - although sev¬ 
eral were thin or cracked - moved 32 to incuba¬ 
tors, leaving 13 in the nest chamber to incubate 
naturally. Within days, the eggs began showing 
signs of growth and development (Kuchling 
2008). But to everyone’s dismay, the eggs did 


not hatch, nor did a second clutch of 60 eggs de¬ 
posited later that year (Kuchling and Shunqing 
2009, G. Kuchling, pers. comm.). 

Those 105 eggs encouraged the captive breed¬ 
ing team to give the pair a second chance, and 
in 2009 the pair was reunited. As before, they 
courted and mated in short order and, as the sum¬ 
mer played out, China Girl retreated to the beach 
not twice but four times, laying more than 200 
eggs in four clutches. But by summer’s end, not 
a single egg had hatched (Kuchling and Shunq¬ 
ing 2009, G. Kuchling, pers. comm.). 

At first, the captive breeding team suspected 
these failures may be connected to the pair’s 
diet, corroborated by the fragile state of several 
eggshells when they were first uncovered (Anna 

2008, Yardley 2008, Kuchling and Shunqing 

2009, Kuchling et al. 2010). A glass barrier was 
installed in 2009 to prevent zoo visitors from 
throwing “junk food” and other garbage into the 
smaller of the turtle’s two breeding ponds, help¬ 
ing give Suzhou Zoo more control regulating 
the diet of the turtles (G. Kuchling, pers. comm., 
Kuchling et al. 2010): whole shrimp, freshwater 
crayfish, fishes, freshwater snails, frogs, quail, 
pigeons, and other dietary supplements (Kuch¬ 
ling et al. 2010). 

The captive breeding team also began investi¬ 
gating the possibility that the failed fertilizations 
might be linked to the male’s old age. Given 
the current understanding that male Swinhoe’s 
softshell turtles undergo spermatogenesis in 
the summer (June to September) and are able 
to copulate from October into the spring of the 
following year, the captive breeding team hy¬ 
pothesized there may some risk involved in 
relying on the aged male to store its sperm for 
more than six months before pairing the turtles 
in the short window available following their 
emergence from hibernation (Turtle Survival Al¬ 
liance 2010). 

In the fall of 2009, the captive breeding team at¬ 
tempted to let the pair overwinter together in the 
smaller, protected breeding pond. As could be 
expected, by late September the male initiated 


16 


SWINHOE’S SOFTSHELL TURTLE (RAFETUSSWINHOEI) 



FIGURE 7. In the spring of 2008, the Suzhou Zoo admitted China Girl (submerged) - then the only known 
living female Swinhoe’s softshell turtle in existence - into a newly constructed breeding pond as part of the 
first attempt to breed this rare species. The Suzhou Zoo’s male (basking) had a previous history of violence 
the last time a fellow male Swinhoe’s softshell turtle was introduced into its pond. In 2008, 2009, 2010, 
and 2011 the much-awaited courtships between China Girl and the Suzhou Zoo’s male resulted in several 
hundred eggs, none of which survived. Courtesy Dr. Gerald Kuchling of the University of Western Australia. 


mating behavior, but the pair was quickly sepa¬ 
rated after China Girl began presenting scars 
from the male’s attempts to restrain her through 
biting. Due to the incessant cold and rain in the 
spring of 2010, China Girl held off nesting until 
mid-June. Three clutches were laid that summer: 
63 eggs on June 16 th , another 63 eggs on July 2 nd , 
and an unknown number of eggs on July 17 th . 
Only 2 to 3 eggs of each of the first two clutches 
candled showed signs of fertilization (the third 
clutch was left undisturbed). Again, none of the 
eggs hatched (Turtle Survival Alliance 2010). 

With China Girl’s safety in mind, in July 2010 
a glass barrier was installed around the larger 
breeding pond to allow the pair to stay together 
through the fall and winter months, to allow the 
male to inseminate China Girl with fresh sperm, 
to allow China Girl (rather than the male) to 
store the sperm, and to help China Girl avoid 
being cornered and bitten by the male in their 


larger, protected enclosure (Turtle Survival Al¬ 
liance 2010). 

Nevertheless, the 2011 breeding season proved 
equally disappointing. Between the three clutch¬ 
es laid that year - 51 eggs on June 7 th , 67 eggs 
on June 27 th , 70 eggs on July 10 th - all 188 eggs 
appear to have been infertile (Turtle Survival Al¬ 
liance 2011). 

Despite such setbacks, stakeholders are not 
without hope. In Vietnam, following reports 
that the Sword Lake Turtle had developed le¬ 
sions and other signs of injury in 2011, a rescue 
effort was initiated that spring to capture and 
treat the lone turtle in Hoan Kiem Lake. After 
Hanoi officials and scientists sanctioned a res¬ 
cue attempt to capture the Sword Lake Turtle, 
on March 8 th teams of divers and other rescuers 
anned with small boats were thwarted after the 
turtle escaped their nets. But in a second attempt 
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on April 3 rd , 2011, rescuers successfully netted 
the Sword Lake Turtle, which was transferred to 
a make-shift hospital on Thap Rua island in the 
heart of Hoan Kiem Lake for medical treatment 
(Mason 2011). During its temporary captivity, 
the Sword Lake Turtle - confirmed to be a fe¬ 
male - was treated for her injuries before being 
released back into Hoan Kiem Lake on July 12 th , 
2011 (Asian Turtle Program 2011). 

Six-hundred years ago, the Golden Turtle mes¬ 
senger Kim Qui delivered the Vietnamese peo¬ 
ple from destruction. Now, only time will tell 
if the people of Vietnam - together with their 
Chinese brethren and the international herpeto- 
logical community - can return the favor. The 
future of the Swinhoe’s softshell turtle lies not 
only in China Girl’s fragile eggs but in the prom¬ 
ise that in some unexplored backwaters, Hoan 
Kiem Lake’s Sword Lake Turtle and the Dong 
Mo Lake turtle have distant company in the way 
of wild strays that will find each other and spawn 
a new generation of turtles before time runs out. 
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